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Summary & Rhetorical Analysis of Augustine’s Conversion Story
Writing Process
For my project “St. Augustine and His Path to Conversion” I engaged in a lengthy and comprehensive
writing process. To begin I read select sections of Augustine’s Confessions and annotated his work in
detail. This part of the writing process was essential to begin my essay as it allowed me to engage in
discussion during ASI 110 seminar and establish what exactly Augustine meant within his work.
Discussion with peers and my professor, Dr. Elizabeth Mackay, really opened my eyes to the insightful and
confusing nature of Augustine’s writing. After annotations and discussion I began to create an outline for
my essay and worked through how it should be structured. This process was difficult for me as I was still
confused with much of what Augustine wrote, so I scheduled a meeting with Dr. Mackay to discuss the
most effective way for me to structure my essay. This meeting helped a lot with my writing process and
led me to begin my rough draft. I then had a writing conference with Dr. Mackay in which we discussed
how my essay could be improved and what the next steps in my writing process were. I made these
changes and submitted my final draft. Shortly after I submitted my work and received a grade I decided I
was going to submit my essay for the McGrath Research in Catholic Intellectual Traditions Scholarship.
This began a process of revision in which I asked both Dr. Mackay and a theology teacher from St.
Ignatius High School in Cleveland, Mr. Jim Brennan, to review my essay and suggest what could be
improved. I then worked to improve and finalize my work to make it as good as I possibly could and soon
submitted it. I then worked to finalize my essay for Line by Line through a quick revision process and
completion.
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St. Augustine and His Path to
Conversion
Kathleen Crump

When thinking of the most influential Chrisitians, rhetoricians who spent years of
their lives drinking and having affairs do not often come to mind. Yet, St.
Augustine was susceptible to each of these and still stands today as one of the
most influential theologians and writers of the Christian faith. In order to
understand how this came to be, it is essential to understand St. Augustine’s past.
Being born in the year 354 CE and dying in 430 CE meant he experienced many
transitions: the near collapse of a once stable Roman Empire, Christianity going
from a favored religion to being the sole legal religion in the Empire, and lastly a
shift from the religious conflict to establishment of Nicene orthodoxy. Each of
these changes made an impact on his theology and way of thinking about faith
and his conversion to Christianity, as did his experiences as a young man. He was
nothing short of a wild and undisciplined adolescent, and as Professor Daniel
Thompson of UD’s Religious Studies Department established in a lecture on
Augustine, his younger years were filled with pride, vanity, sexuality, and error.
As we learn in his Confessions, (written from 354-430 CE after he became a
successful rhetorician and bishop of Hippo), these actions brought Augustine far
from God. He came to realize that he wanted to move closer to finding the truth,
and within this movement, he ultimately converted (Thompson). His Confessions,
in particular Book VII sections (iv)6-(v)7 and (ix)13-(xiii)19 as well as Book VIII
(vi)13-(xii)28, detail this process of conversion from such a state. Through the use
of Neoplatonic texts and ideals St. Augustine came to more fully know God and
the limitations of the material world, and, in his Confessions, he presents how
these discoveries evolved into conversion to the Christian faith. Furthermore, in
order to make known his ideals of a True Christian faith found within his
conversion, he uses rhetoric in a clear and compelling manner throughout this
text.
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The beginning of St. Augustine’s search for truth begins with one compelling
question-- what is God? Book VII, section (iv)6-(v)7, makes clear that Augustine
is lost and wants to come to know God, but needs to first navigate what God’s
nature is so that he can fully embrace Christianity. One of the main issues that
Augustine addresses within this investigation is how God and evil can exist at the
same time, and to tackle this issue he asks many rhetorical questions. Through
these questions he comes to establish what he believes to be true about evil,
making clear that he sees it as matter, or the material objects of the world, that
hold us back. Salvation from this evil comes from parting with evil, or the
materials of the world, and, as Augustine suggests, God is already fully separated
from this evil and “incorruptible” because he is by nature all good (114).
Augustine, however, was only able to truly come to this conclusion through the
discovery of the Neoplatonic ideals and texts which he says God pointed him
towards. There is a direct connection between Augustine’s image of God as an
incorruptible figure that created us and infinitely surrounds us with good to
Plotinus’ image of the One who emanates everything. Though Augustine comes
to disagree with Plotinus’ idea of God as the One, because he knows God could
not have created evil, he makes another connection between evil and Plotinus’
idea of transcendence (115). Augustine sees evil as the material matter of the
world and as the absence of good; thus, Augustine reasons that in order to fully
find God and true faith, we must move past this materiality and towards good.
This idea can be seen in Plotinus’ model of the cosmos, in which we must
transcend from the physical world so that we can be fully united with the One.
These ideas, both gathered from Neoplatonic texts and Augustine’s dialogue of
rhetorical questions, helped Augustine to establish his ideas of the nature of God
and evil, but also helped him dive deeper into his journey of questioning and
conversion.
As Augustine deepens his understanding of just who God is, what his nature
is, what evil is, and what Christianity is through the use of Plotinus’ ideas, he
comes to realize that the Neoplatonic texts do not include everything important to
the faith. One of the most crucial, if not one the most important, figures of the
faith is left out of the Platonic books: Jesus. Augustine comes to realize this and
draws upon various sections of the Bible, most significantly the Gospels, to show
why it is so important that we come to know Jesus when learning about the faith.
We need God, as Augustine explains through his use of Bible verses from I Peter
and the Gospel of John, since He was made to live among us as God and for us,
and since he made everything for us so that we may find fullness in life (121).
Within this realization that we must come to know Jesus through the Gospels,
Augustine also comes to realize that without God we can do nothing. Our souls
are like a light, a light in which God fully is, yet we do not fully have this light for
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we are not God. This makes him superior to us. Instead, Augustine maintains that
we must strive to our fullest potentials to recognize this and become closer in
union with God, just like the platonic idea of transcendence in the cosmos (122,
123). He makes it clear yet again that without this union with God we are nearly
incapable of doing much. God created us to be good and do good and we need
him in order to do that (124). Further understanding of God, along with
discovering that the Platonic books do not include every piece of crucial
information, deepens Augustine’s knowledge of what it means to have True
Christian faith, leading him one step closer to conversion.
In Book VIII sections (vi)13-(xii)28, Augustine reflects on how he came to be
inspired to convert and who aided in this journey. After much time of troubles and
anxiety, Augustine reveals to his companion, Alypius, two stories of conversion,
both of which are crucial to his conversion. The first is a story of Ponticianus,
who shared with Augustine that his process of conversion included reading the
letters of Paul and from this point on he became a very devout follower of Christ
and a baptized Christian. While Ponticianus is telling his own story to Augustine,
he also tells the story of Antony the Egyptian Monk. Antony was an influence in
Ponticianus’ own conversion as he was a man of many great acts and had been
written about in the letters of Paul (142). The story of Antony’s conversion was so
strong that it inspired Ponticianus to leave behind all that they owned and knew
and follow God and serve him. These stories were important to Augustine as they
cause him to embark on deeper self-reflection. Augustine began to see who he
truly was, and he began to see how truly unhappy he was with himself and who he
had become (145). To deal with this, Augustine needs something more than the
Neoplatonic texts and ideals he had been studying. He needed something
theological to guide him further than the earthly influences that were weighing
him down and causing him to stray further from true faith. Augustine felt as if he
needed to leave the evil matters of his life behind and create a model for his own
conversion, though this was not an easy task. Without the self-reflection sparked
by the stories of conversion, he would not have found this model--one of will and
grace.
Book VIII, sections (vi)13-(xii)28 reveal that Augustine finds his way to
conversion despite the long and hard path to get there. He comes to realize that in
order for one to be fully true in Christian faith, they must have both will and
grace. There needs to be an aspect of wholly desiring and committing to the faith
for ourselves despite the differences it may cause in our minds. These differences
in will, though, as Augustine argues, are not like those that the Manichees believe,
where two wills (good and evil) are opposing each other. Rather, Augustine
realizes there is just one will within us that is constantly fighting between the
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good and evil (150). This single will, perhaps being divided against itself, must be
strong enough to create conversion, and Augustine begins to reach this point. He
is so desperately trying to fight for this will that it causes him great pain and
sickness. As he experiences severe mental anguish and tremendous difficulty
dealing with himself, his emotions, and the path that he had been leading himself
down, Augustine found himself praying for the grace of God, or God acting on
earth, to allow him to convert (151). This leads him to his final step in conversion.
While sitting in the garden, Alypius tells him to have faith. And remarkably,
Augustine then sees a vision of Lady Constance and, next, hears a child telling
him to read, and at that moment, he begins to read the letters of Paul, which
happened to be sitting next to him. These letters are the “heavenly” sources
Augustine was looking for, and from reading, he is brought a sense of inner peace
and finally knows God and his grace (153). This is the moment in which
Augustine’s conversion was fully complete, and from here we come to know what
he found as True Christian faith.
Augustine's conversion caused a change in the way he lived his life and called
for him to follow in True Christian faith. He realized that in order to have this he
must give up all of the matter of his life, or every evil, that is holding him back
from fully uniting with God and transcending beyond concerns of this life. He
could no longer have relations with his wife, or any women for that matter; he
could no longer drink; and he could no longer practice as a rhetorician--all things
he once loved. Though difficult, leaving these things behind to be with God fully
gave him a sense of freedom. Through these sacrifices Augustine teaches us that
Christian faith is not about earthly attachments, but instead finding God fully
beyond the evil of the world.
As a former rhetorician, it is no surprise that Augustine’s writing employs
rhetoric in order to make a compelling case on behalf of True Christian faith. His
strong use of ethos, pathos, and logos makes clear what exactly this faith is, how
he got to know it, and in what ways it is important. Firstly, Augustine is quickly
able to establish ethos. Having held two very powerful positions, the designated
rhetorician for the Roman Empire and, later, the Bishop of Hippo, Augustine’s
writings had a place of prominence in his own time, as well as have been granted
a place of prominence in history writ large and in the history of the Church. He
had strong credibility among the people, for he was trusted and known to be a
man of power and knowledge. His leadership as Bishop was especially beneficial
for him because it was a position of power in faith. Through this role, then, his
writings on the True Christian faith were widely read and understood by both
members of the faith and those under his rule.
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Augustine is also able to develop pathos through his descriptions of the inner
troubles and turmoil created in this search for True Christian faith. He goes into
much detail about how he spent significant amounts of time crying over his
trouble of not being able to commit to God and how true his human emotions
were in this experience. For instance, Augustine describes that he was “weeping
in the bitter agony of [his] heart” before his conversion (152). Through short
reflections, Augustine allows the audience to see and perhaps even feel what pain
he was going through. Augustine’s emotional acknowledgments draw in the
audience and cause them to have sympathy for him, making them more likely to
sympathize with him and understand what he sees as the True Christian faith.
They can see why it is so important to follow this faith and the benefits that come
from it, despite the difficulties associated with its practice.
Lastly, Augustine uses a strong sense of logos in combination with this pathos
to create a logical argument for readers to find and follow what he sees as True
Christian Faith. He sees fit to create personal connections through his stories, such
as the story in Book 2 of his experience as a young teen stealing pears from the
garden or his struggle to find the will to convert in Book VIII (28, 147). This
helps the audience to more fully understand where Augustine is coming from and
why it would make sense that he would so deeply desire to sacrifice the matters,
or evil, of the world and ascend beyond them so he could be more fully in union
with God. To readers, this logical explanation for a strong desire to find this faith
could well be enough to convince them that they likewise want to find their own
faith for reasons similar to his. Augustine’s use of these three rhetorical devices
makes certain that his argument for True Christian faith is worthwhile, and that
perhaps his readers themselves should find freedom in God and His redemption of
evil and materialism.
Because of his varying use of rhetoric, Augustine is very persuasive in his
Confessions. The story of his conversion is one of time, thought, and true will,
making it very compelling. It is clear that Augustine spent much of his time,
perhaps even a significant portion of his life, trying to find his faith and reflecting
on its meaning and what it meant to know God. This creates the idea that
conversion and its process, even if long and difficult, is worthwhile, especially
when Augustine receives such feelings of relief upon full commitment to God.
His use of ethos, pathos, and logos also make his case very compelling, as there is
so much depth that goes into why he converted and how he came to know the
True Christian faith. He presents to us his full humanity in being vulnerable, his
full character by being a leader in faith, and his full logic in why it was so freeing
to unite fully with God. From all of his experience, both good and bad, and how
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he passionately writes about the way conversion turned his life around, there is no
doubt that Augustine’s writings in Confessions are persuasive and compelling.
Understanding St. Augustine in both his conversion as well as his work as a
rhetorician allows readers to fully comprehend just why his writing in
Confessions is so valuable today. We can come more fully to understand the art of
rhetoric, but also to understand how St. Augustine came to be such a great
theologian and why his persuasive argument to follow and know True Christian
faith is so important to theology today.
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